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‘I don’t want to go home with you. My father has been hurt an’ I want to go in the ambulance with him. Please, doctor, let me do that.’

God in heaven! The doctor sighed heavily, he’d had some tasks to perform in his life but surely never one as distasteful as this. He took hold of her hands and firmly turned her until she was standing facing him.

‘Kate, listen to me. Your father is dead. I’m so very sorry but there is nothing we can do for him now. Your mother is not at all well and she is being looked after. So, please, be a good girl and do as you’re told.’

Kate’s face was set in a deep frown, she uttered no words, just let out a long low moan as she withdrew her hands from the doctor’s grasp and walked from her bedroom and down the stairs.

Dr Pearson picked up his case, nodded to the police officers, and followed her from the house.

How the hell had this come about? he asked himself. It just goes to show that a woman, if pushed too far, is capable of anything.
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A Childhood Memory

IN 1930 OUR Sunday-school summer outing was a trip from Tooting to Hampton Court Palace and gardens. The charabanc was outside our church hall by nine o’clock. Twenty-eight excited children scrambled aboard and squabbled over who was to have the seats by the windows. Eight already harassed Sunday-school teachers accompanied us. After a short coach ride, which took us over Vauxhall Bridge, we arrived at the Embankment. There we boarded what seemed to us an extremely big riverboat, which would take us all the way down the mighty river Thames to disembark at Hampton Court Bridge.

It was a beautiful sunny August day. The whistles blew, wisps of steam could be seen coming from the funnel and then we were going downriver, passing under Chelsea Bridge and on to Putney, Hammersmith and Richmond, under Chiswick Bridge and through Teddington. By then we had left behind all the sights and sounds of busy London and were steaming slowly through Kingston upon Thames.

To me, an eight-year-old child, it was like entering another world. Green fields, tall trees and tiny villages all set alongside the river. Cottages that were so pretty it had us London kiddies gasping with envy. Music was being played on board our boat and the sound brought folk to their cottage doors and men came to stand in the doorways of the inns. Children lined the towpath waving to us, and we all waved back and, to this day, I remember thinking how lucky they were to live in such a clean and wonderful place.

From that day’s outing, all those years ago, has come the setting I have used for this book. Littleton Green and its inhabitants are purely ficticious, though I haven’t the slightest doubt that such a place did exist albeit under another name. Whether or not the same could be said today is an entirely different matter.

Of one thing we can always be sure, no one can take our memories away from us.


Chapter One



‘DON’T CRY, KATE, it’s nowhere near as bad as it seems.’

Kate Kearsley dashed away her tears, fell to her knees and laid her head in her mother’s lap.

‘Why have you got up? How ever did you manage to wash and dress yourself? You should have stayed in bed, you really should have,’ she said, her voice no more than a whisper.

Hilda Kearsley wriggled to sit in a more comfortable position on the side of the bed, put her hand into the pocket of her long dark skirt and drew out a white handkerchief which she used to dab at the tears still dribbling down Kate’s cheeks. ‘Your father’s been good for a long time, Kate. Try to remember that.’

‘That doesn’t in any way excuse him. Just look at your face! One eye is almost closed up. He must have been well and truly drunk last night. He’s usually far more clever – doesn’t leave a mark on you where it shows.’

‘Oh, pet, I’ll bathe me eye. The swelling will soon go down.’

‘Mother! Stop being so forgiving. Why can’t you see him for the bully he is rather than keep making allowances for him?’

Kate was distressed to see the state her mother was in and so angry with her father that all she could think of was it was a damn good job he’d had the sense to leave the house so early that morning, otherwise she would not have been responsible for her own actions. The way she felt she could easily do him an injury. What a business, she thought bitterly, inwardly shuddering at what her mother had endured this time.

She had long given up trying to fathom her own father. When he was sober he was a lovely man; a wonderful father and a good provider and that was as it should be seeing he owned his own boat yard. She knew full well she was the apple of his eye and, to be truthful, she adored him in return – most of the time. He had never laid a finger on her. But there was a dark side to him which frightened her and with the demon drink inside him it was a different story. She would lay in bed with only a thin wall between her and her parents’ room and try not to imagine what was going on in their bedroom.

It was so unfair to her mother.

Why does she let him get away with it? Why can’t she stand up to him? Tell him enough is enough. I suppose she must do just that from time to time, Kate reflected, because there would be weeks, even months sometimes, when everything between her parents would be fine and life enjoyable, even happy. Then her father would go off on a drinking spree, neglect his work and give no thought to anyone but himself. Whatever it was that took over within him, it was always her mother who he took it out on. She had to bear the brunt.

Kate shivered, raised herself to a sitting position and did her best to smile at her mother. ‘I’ll make a fresh pot of tea and boil you an egg with some thin brown bread and butter. Could you manage that, Mum? I’ll lay it out nice on a tray and bring it up here to you. Come on now, lift your legs up an’ I’ll settle all the pillows behind your shoulders.’

Hilda took one of her daughter’s hands in hers and gently squeezed it.

‘You’re a good girl, Kate, you shouldn’t have to be living this dull life with just your father and me, let alone take on problems that are none of your concern. You’ll be eighteen in a few weeks’ time, you must start giving a thought to what you want to do with your life. If only your brother …’ her voice trailed off and Kate knew she was overcome with emotion.

Kate had made the tea, covering the pot with the pretty blue cosy her mother had hand-stitched. She was buttering bread, warm from the oven, when the door to the kitchen opened and Hilda stood there. The stairs had been too much for her and, as she drew in a deep, rasping breath, the tears came.

Kate dropped the knife she had been using and ran to her mother’s side. ‘You shouldn’t have come down. Here, sit here.’ She pushed the big high-backed wooden armchair until it was against her mother’s knees, then helped her to sit back in the chair. She didn’t know what to do. Her mother never cried, at least she couldn’t remember ever seeing her do so before. But she was crying now; great sobs which left her gasping for breath.

Kate busied herself pouring tea into willow-pattern cups and when Hilda’s sobs finally subsided, and she was quiet, she placed a cup and saucer on the end of the hob within her reach and patted her shoulder.

‘Try and sip that before it gets cold. Are you warm enough?’ Touching her hand, Kate realised she was freezing. ‘Hang on. I’ll only be a moment,’ she murmured, making for the stairs. She came down carrying the big double patchwork quilt that had been on her parents’ bed. ‘Here, let me wrap this around your shoulders and tuck it in tight round your knees.’

Her mother’s hands were shaking so badly, that she couldn’t hold the cup.

‘Shock. I’ll have to leave you and go for the doctor.’

‘No! Please, Kate! I’ll be all right. I’m just cold. No doctor, please.’

‘We’ll see,’ Kate said, as she crouched down at the grate. Opening up the top of the range she piled a shovelful of coal onto the glowing embers, adding two small logs which caught quickly, cracking and flaming and giving out a warm glow.

A little later they were both dipping fingers of bread into their soft-boiled eggs and drinking their tea.

Kate sighed deeply as she watched her mother put a hand to her side and flinch more than once; her ribs must be badly bruised. Why, oh why, did her father have these terrible outbursts? He was so big. A powerfully built six-footer with brown eyes, craggy features and a deep voice.

Her mother wasn’t small. In fact, as she herself had often told Kate, she was too tall and large-boned to be called a beautiful woman. But she certainly did have character; graceful in all she did, with her head held high on a beautiful neck, loving and kind, mindful of those less fortunate than herself. She was not a commonplace woman; any emotion she showed was both deep and true.

Kate had heard the bare bones of the story that had been so tragic for her parents, but she thought it should never have been allowed to fester and eat away into their lives like some horrible incurable disease. She had only been two years of age when it had happened.

‘Kate, dear, I do wish you would try and stop worrying. A few days and I’ll be right as ninepence, you’ll see.’ Hilda’s voice held a note of pleading.

‘Yes, till the next time.’

‘Don’t harp on it, please. Your father will be really sorry when he sobers up.’

‘True, but as I said, only until the next time.’

‘You were deep in thought when I broke the silence, what were you thinking about?’

‘Nothing really. Daydreaming I suppose.’

‘That’s not quite true, is it?’

Kate looked her mother directly in the eye. ‘No. If you must know I was thinking about David. My brother who no one is allowed to mention. A subject that is entirely forbidden in this house.’

Hilda turned her glance away from her daughter as tears welled up in her eyes. She felt totally confused. She turned her head back to look at her daughter.

‘Old story,’ she said. ‘Best forgotten.’

‘Oh, no, Mum! No. That’s more than half the trouble. Dad blames himself, you blame him as well. I know you do. I just can’t understand why you’ve never brought it out into the open. Talked about it. Surely losing a son is best not forgotten? All these years you’ve both lived with the heartache of that day and it doesn’t get any better, does it?’

‘No, I can’t say that it does. Sixteen years ago it was. Do you remember anything about it?’

‘Not really.’

‘No, you were only just two. Your grandma took you off to live with her for a while afterwards. A Sunday it was. Summer. A really lovely day. Crowds of people on the riverbank, families, lots of kiddies. Folk had brought picnics. There were loads of small boats on the river. Your father couldn’t get his near the bank and David so badly wanted to get into it and be with his dad. I tucked up my skirt and petticoats, picked him up and waded out – it wasn’t too deep where we were sitting – and handed him into your father’s arms.’ Hilda put a hand to her face and covered her eyes as if trying to blot out the memory.

Kate felt the urge to wrap her arms around her mother, hush her, soothe her, tell her everything was all right. But it wasn’t, was it? Once in the early hours of the morning she had heard her mother round on her father and cry out, ‘David was my son, too, you know. I’ve felt his death every bit as badly as you have, but I haven’t spurned my responsibilities, nor have I tried to drown my sorrow with alcohol.’ Her voice, so full of sadness, had made Kate miserable for days.

Now that her mother had started to talk, she sat quietly and listened. It was probably the best thing that could have happened, her bringing up the subject of David. Kate knew full well that the tragic consequences of that day on the river were never very far from her mother’s mind.

‘David was such a beautiful child,’ Hilda said, still speaking very quietly. ‘I stood on the bank and watched your father steer the boat until it turned at a bend in the river. David was waving to me, his eyes alight with excitement, his curly hair blown about in the breeze. Half a mile down the river they were when your father saw that little girl in the water being swept away by the current. He didn’t hesitate for a moment. No doubt about it, he saved her life. David must have been frightened when he saw his dad go into the water. He stood up, he shouldn’t have but he didn’t understand what was happening and he fell over the side. There was some barbed wire on the riverbed. His little feet were still tangled in it when your father got to him. Your dad couldn’t save him.’

‘Dad wasn’t entirely to blame.’

‘Most of the time I would agree with you and I do know the guilt of not having saved his own son still plays heavily on his mind, but I just cannot bring myself to forgive him. Not altogether I can’t.’

‘Didn’t Dad hurt his back saving that child?’

‘Yes. He damaged his spine. That’s why he’s not able to lift heavy objects, some days he has a job to straighten up. It’s made working very difficult for him.’

‘Poor Dad,’ Kate mumbled.

‘To tell the truth, Kate, you’re right. Poor Dad. That boat yard has been his pride and joy since he was a mere lad. Left to him by his father and by his father before him.’ Hilda broke off and shrugged. ‘I suppose neither of us have coped all that well.’

Kate was thrown off balance by her mother’s admission. Now her loyalties were divided. Her father had to rely on his employees to do boat repairs that he would much prefer to tackle himself. Frustation probably had a lot to do with his bouts of drinking which, in turn, led to his horrible temper. Still, it was wholly unfair that he should offload his frustrations onto her mother. There was no reason in this world for him to treat her so badly.

‘Mum, I think we’ve talked for long enough, you look ready to drop. I’ll fill the hot-water bottle and take it up, remake your bed and then I’ll come down an’ help you up the stairs, see you into bed and you can stay there for the rest of the day. How does that sound?’

Hilda nodded her agreement, smiling at Kate in gratitude.

With a lump in her throat Kate removed the sheets from the bed and fetched clean ones, smelling of lavender, from the linen cupboard on the landing. There wasn’t a photograph of her brother anywhere in the house, at least not to her knowledge. She kept trying to imagine what he had looked like as a child. What would he look like now? He’d be a man. She tried to put him from her mind as she went back downstairs to tend to her mother, but still her thoughts were full of him.

David had been just four years old when he died. Such a small boy to be the unwitting cause of so much grief.


Chapter Two



KATE LET GO of the shafts of the wheelbarrow she was pushing and opened the front gate which led to the tow-path. She was off to make her monthly visit to Melbourne Lodge; a visit she looked forward to with great pleasure. This small barrow was lined with brown paper to protect the fine linen that lay in the bottom, the top protected by a white starched cloth. By a long-standing arrangement her mother repaired the fine linen and quality shirts that belonged to the Collier household.

At times it didn’t seem right to Kate that her mother should have to do this kind of work while her father squandered his money. To outsiders Fred Kearsley was a prosperous businessman. Only those close to him knew his weakness for gambling and drinking.

That was her mother all over. A fierce streak of independence made her refuse to beg her father for more housekeeping money. Besides which, she let it be known that she hadn’t enough to do to fill the hours of the day and the offer to repair fine linen was as much a hobby as a means of earning money. In addition, she was a very fine needlewoman.

Kate closed the gate behind her and glanced upwards. Her mother, who was standing at the bedroom window, raised her hand to wave goodbye. She watched her daughter set off along the towpath with mixed feelings.

Kate was a beautiful young woman. In fact, that was the one thing that she and her husband were entirely in agreement about, and because she was such a lovely, trusting young girl they feared for her. Tall and slim but shapely, laughing, sparkling, full of spirit, seeing good in everyone, she had so far led a sheltered life. She should have had brothers and sisters as companions to grow up with instead of spending all her time with adults.

Kate’s hair was her crowning glory. She had her father’s colouring; Fred had a thick head of reddish hair, now shot through with grey. Kate’s hair was also thick and heavy, and almost reached her waist. It was the exact colour of a rich ripe chestnut, and unruly was the best way to describe it. No matter how many slides or combs she used it had a will of its own, refusing to be restrained. Dangling ringlets always seemed to escape to bob free about her cheeks and ears. Beneath that mop of hair she had arched eyebrows, deep-brown eyes, cheeks and skin that were like a soft ripe peach and full lips that were always smiling. Oh yes, one look at Kate and men were impressed.

Letting out a deep sigh Hilda closed her eyes. Things couldn’t go on as they were, she told herself. Life had held out such promise when Fred Kearsley had brought her home, as his young bride, to this lovely hamlet of Littleton Green, not very far from the market town of Kingston upon Thames. Bramble Cottage had taken her breath away on sight. Fred had carried her over the threshold and she had immediately fallen in love with it. It had been like a real-life fairy story she had thought then.

Born in Bermondsey, she had been one of nine children, all of them brought up in a two-bedroomed flat, the like of which folk, who had never been outside this beautiful part of Surrey, would not believe. Seven brothers but only one sister. Five of those great strapping brothers had worked in Covent Garden. It was there they had met Fred Kearsley. He had gone to Bermondsey to purchase a quantity of leather for the inside upholstery of a boat he was building and had been directed to Covent Garden as a place where he could kill spare time and also get a good breakfast. Her brothers had brought him home and Hilda’s fate had been sealed from the moment he set eyes on her.

Suddenly she felt dizzy. ‘I feel so sick,’ she murmured out loud. She moved back to the side of the window and leaned her head against the wall, one hand covering her mouth, the other wrapped across her sore ribs. Outside, a weak February sun showed up the frost still lingering under the hedges in the front garden. Beyond, standing beneath the huge oak tree, she could see the big wooden picnic table that Fred, with the help of his neighbours, had constructed a good many years ago. Around another mature tree he had built a seat. Her blue eyes filled with tears, and she ran her fingers through her tangled hair. They had had such happy times out there when David had been little.

Beyond the towpath lay the river. The dear old Thames. Always moving, always busy, it had a life of its own and a good many men depended on that river for their livelihood.

God in heaven, she and Fred had loved each other so much during those first five years of their married life. Why had everything had to go so wrong?

Hilda stared at the floor. Where had the time gone?

Moving away from the window she crossed the room to her chest of drawers, knelt and opened the bottom drawer. She took out two silver-framed photographs. She brought one of a small, smiling, curly haired boy to her lips and kissed the glass. The other photo was of Fred and herself. He had been twenty-five and she seventeen on the day in 1901 that they were married.

What a year that had turned out to be. In January she had become a bride, two weeks later Queen Victoria had died and come October, David had been born.

Angry at herself for harping back on matters that no amount of tears would alter, she put the two silver frames right at the very back of the drawer, underneath the clothes and shut it again.

She stared out of the window again for a few seconds, then made for the bed. ‘I’ll have to have a lie down,’ she muttered to herself. Last night Fred had been brutal, hurting her far more than she had admitted to Kate. Things between them were getting worse, not better, and if she wasn’t careful one night he might end up doing her a really serious injury.

I should do something about the way we live our lives, she chided herself. But what? With her head resting back against the pillows, her eyes closed and she thankfully dozed off. Even so, there was a frown on her wan haggard face. It seemed sleep didn’t blot out the troubles from her mind.

Kate had been glad to get out of the house. She hoped her mother would at least have a rest. She wouldn’t let herself dwell on exactly what had gone on last night between her parents. She wasn’t totally naive and thought sex was probably half the trouble. Over the years she had drawn her own conclusions: she thought her mother probably never refused her father but neither did she show him any outward signs of love; more than likely she was revolted at the thought of him touching her; unable to bear the idea of becoming pregnant again after losing David.

The saddest part of it all was they were such decent people. She loved them both. Dearly. Hated having to take sides. Such a pity that the tragedy of losing their young son had embittered them so early on in their married life.

She pushed the loose strands of her long hair back from her face, tossed one end of her plaid shawl over her left shoulder and quickened her pace. There was a very cold nip in the air even though the sun was doing its best to shine.

Not much further and she would be able to see Melbourne Lodge, so called, it was rumoured, because the first gentleman to have lived there had been an Australian. Whether that was true or not, she didn’t know and didn’t really care. She loved the place. The house was set on a hill, with gardens running down almost to the river. From the top windows you could see right downriver to Appleton’s boat yard. Kate smiled at that thought. Her father hoped that she would marry Victor Appleton because the Appleton yard was similiar to his. She was friendly enough with Victor, but no more than that. In Kate’s mind he didn’t have a lot going for him. A bit of a dull plodder was how she saw him.

From the back windows of Melbourne Lodge there was a great view of the Surrey countryside. Not that I’ve been over the whole of the house, she said to herself. On hot days Mary Kennedy, who was cook-housekeeper there, always gave her a glass of lemonade and a piece of her home-made cake. In wintertime it would more likely be a bowl of soup taken in that huge kitchen where big shiny copper pans hung from hooks high up on the wall and a great fire burned in the black-leaded grate.

There had been the odd occasion when she had gone upstairs with Mary collecting linen and such like from the various landing cupboards. Her tendency to stand and stare in awe at the beautiful furnishings always brought a smile to the housekeeper’s face and she would playfully tell her that curiosity killed the cat. She had never been allowed to enter the main bedroom, but she was truly envious of the washing facilities in all the other bedrooms. Glazed white earthenware wash-hand basins were fixed to the walls, with pretty splashbacks, sporting pictures of pheasants and fruit. Each basin had a brass plug and chain although there was no running water. Large pitchers were supplied to carry it up from the kitchen. Dirty water drained away into large floral pots which were, in reality, buckets but not shaped as such. Difficult to handle when emptying, Kate supposed, but very decorative for all that.

You wouldn’t think anyone who lived in a house like that could possibly be discontented, but that was how Kate saw Mr Collier. Or, to give him his full name, Mr Charles Christopher Collier, referred to by local folk as ‘the Squire’. He was a big man in every sense of the word. Held in awe by some, but revered and respected by the whole of Surrey, though there were many who didn’t know of the double life he led, and those who did did not always approve.

Kate turned into the long driveway, trundling her wheelbarrow behind her and immediately saw Mary Kennedy, who had the side door of the house wide open and was waving her welcome. She had a plump face, big breasts, and short brown hair which was only just beginning to go grey. Kate waved back, a happy smile spreading across the whole of her face.

‘I knew you’d be on time,’ Mary said as Kate drew near. ‘As I always say, Kingston Kate always reliable, never late.’

Kate laughed loudly. Every time she came to the house she was greeted with the same saying. Mary had known her from the time she had been a shy toddler holding onto her mother’s long skirts. She had a lot of time for young Kate and had grown to love her very much. Kate’s well-fitting clothes and strong, good leather boots set her apart from the poorer local children. Her innocence and pleasant attitude, not to mention her well-pronounced speech, made her stand out from the badly spoken kiddies one found begging along the riverbanks.

The name Kingston Kate had come about because, as a child, Kate had been unable to pronounce her surname Kearsley, and she could never remember that she lived at Littleton Green, only that her nan lived at Kingston. So, to a good many folk, she had become known as Kingston Kate.

She propped her wheelbarrow against the passage wall and hurried into the kitchen. The warmth and cheer that greeted her was always a joy. Afternoon tea was set out on the enormous scrubbed table, as Kate had known it would be. The big brown teapot was beside the range to keep warm and Mary presided over her own home-made scones with strawberry jam and a rich fruit cake.

There were two staircases to the house: the main one, broad and sweeping, carpeted all the way to the top; the other, running up from the kitchen, used only by staff. Dark and narrow, the wooden treads were uncovered. At the foot of these stairs there was a door from which Mrs Bates now stepped out.

‘’Allo, Kate. I guessed there’d be a cup of tea going seeing as it was your day to vist.’

‘Hallo, Mrs Bates. You’re here late today, aren’t you?’

‘Yeah, I am an’ all. His floozie …’ she paused and nodded her head towards the ceiling … she’s worked herself into a right uppity mood. Seems ‘is lordship ain’t been near nor by for two days now and though she’d deny it if you were t’ask ’er, I’m telling yer straight that lass is worried sick.’

Mrs Bates was the cleaner who came each day to ‘do’ at Melbourne Lodge. Try as Kate might she didn’t like the woman though she would have been hard pushed to say exactly why. Perhaps it was because she was rather intimidating, a whole head taller than her own husband and more than half as broad. She always wore a man’s flat cap, indoors as well as out. ‘I bet she even wears it in bed,’ Kate had whispered to her mother when once they had met Mr and Mrs Bates in Kingston market. ‘An ill-matched pair if ever I saw one,’ had been her mother’s comment.

Put your cleaning things away, Mrs Bates, an’ come an’ sit up to the table.’ Mary’s voice was sharp. ‘We can’t be sending you off home on this cold day without offering you tea and a scone – they are still warm from the oven.’

When both Kate and Mrs Bates had been served, Mary sat down at the head of the table and crossed her arms over her ample chest.

‘Mrs Bates,’ she began and her tone was so serious that Mrs Bates paused, her mouth wide open, half a scone in her hand halfway to being bitten. ‘You would do well to remember that there is a vast difference between a mistress and a floozie. Especially if you value your job in this house.’ Mrs Bates’ mouth snapped shut and Kate, sitting next to her, heard her teeth grind.

‘That’s nothing to what they say about the pair of them in the Boar’s ’Ead,’ she hissed in reply. ‘You wanna ’ear them some nights an’ I can’t say that I blame them. Be honest, Mrs Kennedy, he’s well over forty, nearer to fifty if you ask me, an’ even out in public he treats her ever so gentle like, you’d think she was some kind of a princess. Bet he never treats his wife like that.’

‘Will you stop it, Mrs Bates. I’ve listened to you spout off about Mr Collier far too often.’ Mary spat the words out.

The colour drained from Mrs Bates’ cheeks and a brief look passed between her and the housekeeper, but it was Mrs Bates who dropped her eyes first.

‘Let me put you straight on a few details,’ Mary began.

‘Jane Mortimer is mistress in this house, no matter what you might think. I agree with you that she is much younger than Mr Collier but I have always found her to be a lovely, shy, young lady. And I mean lady. There is nothing wicked or shameful about her.’

The hostility between Mary and Mrs Bates rocked Kate to the core. She knew quite a lot about Mr Collier and was aware that many people, her own mother included, were curious about him but never had she heard his affairs discussed so openly. She would have like to have told Mrs Bates that she was a spiteful woman and Mr Collier didn’t deserve to be spoken about in such an insolent manner. Warning bells were going off in Kate’s head. Keep quiet, keep out of it, she chided herself, remembering what her father was always telling her, ‘Your tongue’s too sharp for your own good, Kate, and one day you’ll say the wrong thing to the wrong person.’ He could well be right; there were times when he could be so wise!

Mr Collier’s main house was a few miles away from Melbourne Lodge, bordering Hampton Court, and it was there that he and his wife hosted grand parties and balls. There were no children and it was perhaps for that reason that those who knew of Jane Mortimer and this more humble house cast no criticism, even though Mr Collier let it be known that she had taken up permanent residence. It was only the likes of Mrs Bates who thought they had the right to comment on matters that were nothing whatsoever to do with them.

‘Is there anything else you would like to bring out into the open?’ Mary asked Mrs Bates as she reached for the woman’s teacup in order to refill it.

‘Well, yes, there is, as a matter of fact.’ Mrs Bates’ expression was one of defiance. ‘What about his wife? ’T’ain’t the poor woman’s fault she couldn’t carry a child full term. Who knows what might ’ave ’appened t’cause her to drop ’em?’

‘How dare you!’ exclaimed Mary.

Suddenly a deep shadow flitted past the kitchen window, and Charles Collier came in through the back door. His entry into the kitchen caused all three women to jump in surprise.

His shoulders were draped with a heavy velvet-collared cape which he quickly removed laying it across the back of a chair close to the door. As usual he was dressed in the height of fashion. Always a fastidious man he was wearing a double-breasted coat, a perfectly ironed shirt with snow-white frilled cuffs, a silk cravat, heavy corded breeches and knee-high polished boots.

Kate liked him. He was tall with a wide chest, brown eyes and dark hair. She thought of him as a strikingly good-looking gentleman. To some folk he was a miserable man. Not so to Kate. To her he was the grand lord of the manor who lived in a mansion with his wife and took his responsibilities seriously, most of the time. The fact that he owned this riverside house which he used for his lady friend only intrigued her. She saw it as a great, romantic love affair, although sometimes she suffered from a tormenting curiosity as to what the outcome might be. Still, you wouldn’t get a bad word about him from me, Kate thought, tossing her head and glaring at Mrs Bates. Mr Collier had always been exceedingly kind to her as far back as she could remember.

‘A tray of tea and perhaps some of that rich-looking fruit cake would be nice, if you please, Mary.’ Mr Collier gave Mrs Bates a friendly nod, and sat down to remove his boots. He smiled at Kate, whose hair had broken loose from the ribbon that was meant to be holding it back. ‘Like to give me a hand, young Kate?’ he asked, thinking how young and fresh she looked.

‘Of course.’ She smiled back, crossed to where he sat and cupped her hands around one foot, tugging for all she was worth.

‘Thank you,’ he said when both boots were off and standing side by side against the wall. ‘So, how are you, Kate? And your parents?’

‘Fine, thank you, sir,’

‘Well, give them both my regards.’

‘Phew!’ Mrs Bates let out a great gasp of breath as they watched him leave the room, making for the main staircase, in his stockinged feet. ‘D’you think he ‘eard me talking as he came in?’

‘You can thank your lucky stars that he didn’t, my lady. If he had, your feet wouldn’t have touched the gravel as you went down that driveway. Now I think it is time you were gone. But just remember my warning, Mrs Bates. You have a kind employer who pays you fair wages, doesn’t interfere in your business, and does not expect you to concern yourself with his.’

‘All right,’ she answered sullenly, ‘what d’yer take me for? I do know when it’s best t’keep me mouth shut.’

‘Do you? Well it’s a pity nobody ever told you that a still tongue makes a wise head.’

‘No need for you to be so nasty,’ she mumbled. ‘I’ll gather up me things and be on me way. See you on yer next visit, Kate.’

‘Yes, all right, Mrs Bates.’

Both Kate and Mary heaved a sigh of relief as they watched Mrs Bates pull her cap down hard, put on her coat, pick up her shopping bag and leave by the side door.

Mary came back downstairs, having taken tea up for Mr Collier and Jane. She sighed very deeply and very sadly, as she flopped into a chair.

‘I’m blowed if I know what the outcome will be. They’re both such nice people. You only have to look at them to feel the attraction and the love they have for each other. It shines through their eyes, it really does.’ She held her hands up in the air. ‘But I can’t stop myself from wondering whether there can be a lasting happiness for either of them.’

Kate didn’t know the answer any more than Mary.

Mary glanced up at the clock on the wall. ‘I’d better not keep you too late today, it turns really cold as soon as it gets dark.’

‘Yes, it does,’ Kate agreed, rising and going into the passage to lift the repaired linen out from her wheelbarrow and to collect her heavy cloak from the peg on which she had hung it.

‘There’s a parcel over there on the dresser. I’ve put a note inside for your mother. It’s a couple of Mr Collier’s dress shirts that need new frills for the cuffs, not much else at the moment,’ Mary said, as she came back into the kitchen.

‘Well they won’t take my mum long, so I’ll bring them back soon without waiting for the whole month to slip by,’ Kate declared, a happy smile lighting up her face.

‘Right then.’ Mary took her arm as they walked to the side door. ‘You know you don’t need an excuse to come down and see me. I’ve told you often enough I’m always glad of your company.’ She smiled at Kate, whose face was framed by loose strands of hair blowing in the wind.

Although Mary was called ‘Mrs’ Kennedy, it was a courtesy title given to unmarried housekeepers in gentlemen’s residences. At that moment she was thinking what she had missed; she would give the world to have had a daughter such as Kate.

‘I’d better get off then.’

Mary’s lower lip trembled as she put her arms around Kate. ‘You take care now. Look after yourself.’

‘I will. And I’ll see you soon.’

At the bottom of the drive Kate turned to wave, knowing full well that Mary would stand there watching her until she was out of sight.


Chapter Three



KATE GLANCED AT the clock as she swung her legs over the side of her bed. It was just five thirty on Monday morning, the day of the week she loved best. For this was the day that she spent with her gran. Grandma Kearsley, her father’s mother.

Tiptoeing across the linoleum she gently pulled the curtains open. Outside, the May dawn already held the promise of a day that would be warm and dry.

It was three months since her father had last knocked her mother about. Kate didn’t delude herself that he had turned over a new leaf; that was too much to hope for. Still, the last few weeks had been nice: no raised voices, the three of them eating dinner together every night. Conversation had flowed, with her dad telling them of the work that was rolling into his boat yard, which was sited near old Hampton Court Bridge. It was three years now since the war had ended and the yard was back to running normally. He employed three full-time craftsmen, and at the moment he was cock-a-hoop because he had landed an order for a very special type of boat to be built for a local brewer.

Success usually depended on whether or not the coming summer would turn out to be a long hot one. The saloon steamers had already started to run daily between Kingston, Hampton Court and Windsor. Passengers sat on the decks sipping long, cool drinks, eating sandwiches and fresh fruit, squinting over the sides of the boat at the rippling water, thinking how lovely it must be to live on the riverfront.

They should come back and see it on a really bad winter’s day.

Kate slipped her nightdress over her head, filled the washing bowl from the matching jug which stood on top of her marble-topped washstand. She shuddered. ‘This water is freezing,’ she moaned, rubbing Lifebuoy soap onto her pretty face flannel.

She washed her body quickly and when she was dry, sat down to pull on her long-legged bloomers, then her chemise, then her dark stockings and garters. Today she was to wear a dress laid out ready by her mother last night. It was navy blue and one which her gran had made for her, quite plain really, just two rows of pearl buttons down the front and a lace collar, hand-crocheted by her mother.

She brushed her hair briskly, combed and pinned it into a bun at the nape of her neck. Much good all the pins will do, she thought, barbed wire wouldn’t keep my mop in place. Taking a last look in the piece of mirror fixed to the wall she wasn’t over-pleased with what she saw. ‘Dull-looking, that’s what you are, Kate Kearsley,’ she said out loud. ‘Brown eyes, brown hair. Good job you’ve got those glints of red in amongst those thick tresses otherwise you’d look even worse.’

That wasn’t how Hilda Kearsley saw her daughter as she sat at the kitchen table, watching her drink her tea and eat a slice of toast. Kate had crossed her legs causing the hem of her skirt to ride up, almost to her right knee. She had lovely legs, in fact she was beautiful in every way. With the return of the young men from France young ladies seemed to be … well … not so modest as they should be, and it was rumoured in the papers that hemlines were to become shorter. Hilda hoped not. She liked the way her girl dressed, the way she acted and, most of all, the way she spoke. She herself had talked with a cockney twang when first she had met Fred. Living here, away from London where life was quieter, slower, more gentle, she took the trouble to pronounce her words properly. Well, at least she tried.

There was a catch in her voice as she bid Kate goodbye. ‘Give my love t’yer Gran,’ she called after her.

‘I will, Mum. See you tonight. Bye.’

Kate set out to walk the three miles to Kingston with a lightness in her step. The birds were singing their hearts out, as if by chorusing their songs they were sharing this lovely, bright spring morning. She turned a bend and saw a great carthorse coming towards her, towing a barge. It was brightly painted and was towing another boat, the second one heavily laden with timber. Two scruffy lads about her own age were balanced on top of the timber, one steering with a long pole-like rudder. She knew who they were; part of the Wilson family who she and her parents met up with from time to time, particularly when the river was busy or Hampton Court was holding its annual fair.

The boys, one blond the other dark haired, spotted her and raised their hands.

‘’Ow y’doing, Kate?’ the tallest of the two yelled.

‘I’m fine, Mickey. Good t’see you, and you, Bertie,’ she called back, laughing at them both. ‘Where are you making for?’

‘East Molesey, ’Arry Burton’s yard, not far from yer father’s place.’

Kate resisted the temptation to stand and watch the gaily coloured barges stream down the river. ‘See you,’ she shouted, waving like mad and walking backwards for several steps before turning to continue on her way.

Alice Kearsley wore a shapeless dress under a long white apron, the front of which was dominated by two enormous pockets. She lived in a house her husband had built himself when they were a pair of starry-eyed newly-weds. It was a flat-roofed, long, low, part-timbered building. She was a widow now, content with her own company and able to live largely on what she grew in her half-acre of land. She also kept chickens, ducks and rabbits.

The very sight of her grandmother wearing a floppy straw hat on her head and brown button-up boots on her feet brought a smile to the face of her only grandchild.

‘Hallo, Gran!’ Kate called enthusiastically as she opened the wicker gate. Alice covered the ground between them in a few strides. ‘Hallo, my luv,’ she said, as she gave Kate a hug.

Kate reached up to straighten her steel-rimmed spectacles. ‘I don’t know how you manage to see, Gran, your glasses are always crooked. Whatever am I going to do with you?’

Alice took the spectacles off and put them into one of her pockets. ‘To tell you the truth, I don’t know why your father insisted I had them; I can still see the difference in a halfcrown an’ a florin, so why should I bother?’

Kate laughed loudly.

‘Up an’ about early this morning an’ sharp with it, aren’t you?’

‘Well I don’t need no alarm clock to wake me these bright mornings, do I? My big cockerel makes sure everyone hereabouts is awake good an’ early.’

‘So are we going to sell a load of stuff today and make a lot of money?’

‘Well, we better, by golly, ’cause I near broke me back digging up a load of new potatoes and there’s some tomatoes that I have had under glass, an’ if I do say so myself they are real good. Taste lovely they do. Go on out back, will you, luv, there’s two baskets ready, one full of ducks’ eggs, the other one is me chickens’ eggs. I’ve packed plenty of straw round them because you know how mad Jack Dawson drives his horse an’ cart – don’t want no cracked ones, do we?’

‘You’re always knocking Jack, yet he comes week in week out, no matter what the weather, just to cart you and your produce into Kingston.’

Alice had the grace to mutter, ‘Sorry,’ then quickly added, ‘He’s going to market anyway and I sees he don’t lose by it. I always buys him a pint in the Griffin an’ he don’t go home empty-handed.’

Kate shook her head, Alice had an answer for everything. She came back through the kitchen carrying the two baskets of eggs just as Jack Dawson shouted ‘whoa’ to his horse, bringing it to a halt in the lane outside the house.

‘Morning, Mrs Kearsley. ’Allo, young Kate. I’ve left the right side of me cart free, so put those baskets on and I’ll give you an ’and to fetch whatever else your gran has got ready to go.’ Jack Dawson, looking as swarthy as ever, let go of the reins and jumped down. Grinning at Kate he said, ‘An’ ’ow’s the old lady today? Still giving out ’er orders left right an’ centre, is she?’

Alice sucked in her breath, and fixed him with a beady eye. ‘I heard that, young man, just pay attention t’what you’re doing and stop asking my granddaughter silly questions!’

‘I can see for meself, Mrs Kearsley, you’re in fine fettle, an’ no mistake.’

‘Fit enough to keep you in yer place, me lad,’ she teased him solemnly.

Kate was thoroughly enjoying listening to them bait each other. Amid much laughter they sorted everything out, making several trips from the house and garden to the cart.

‘That’s the lot,’ Alice told Jack as she led the procession out to the roadway.

In less than a quarter of an hour they were setting up the stall in Kingston market. All about them other stalls were piled high with vegetables and salad stuff, mostly straight from local smallholdings or allotments. What was that gorgeous smell? Strawberries. Nothing like the scent of the first strawberries of the season. Someone must have a greenhouse to be able to pick them so early. And one farmer’s wife had had the good sense to bring a bowl of clotted cream. She’s sure to sell that quickly today, Kate thought as she watched the woman cover the bowl with a fine mesh cloth, weighted down by dangling glass beads.

The market wasn’t populated entirely by well-fed, prosperous-looking people. There were women with painfully thin children clutching at their skirts. For some of them there was no longer a man in the family; so many men had been killed in the War. Those who had come home had soon found out that the promise of a land fit for heroes had been an empty one.

Kate was well aware that in parts of Kingston living conditions were utterly apalling. Streets where back-to-back houses had three or even four families living in a few cramped rooms. In the hot weather they stank; with one shared lavatory out in the backyard and no proper sanitation, the Lord alone knew how these folk kept themselves clean. Most of the men had no jobs to go to, just the endless daily drudgery of searching for work.

Alice finished serving a young mother with an assortment of pot-herbs and held out a great big, green cabbage. ‘How will this do yer, luv? Give us a penny an’ it’s yours.’

‘Aw, thanks, Mrs Kearsley,’ the neat young woman whispered. ‘Every week you’re ever so good t’me.’

‘Go on with you, t’ain’t everybody can be doing with a cabbage as big as that one. An’ wait a minute – ’ere, give the kiddies one of these new carrots to gnaw. You’ll need to give them a wipe, but a bit of clean earth never hurt no one.’

Small hands reached up quickly and each child’s face had a wide grin as their mother shared out the fresh young carrots.

‘Thanks, Mrs Kearsley,’ the children chorused.

‘You’re welcome,’ Alice said lovingly.

Kate smiled warmly. ‘You’re a right old softie, you know that, Gran, don’t you? A real right softie.’

‘I’ll give you softie, Kate Kearsley, if you don’t start pulling your weight round here. Those empty boxes need stacking up. Me feet are killing me and me throat is begging for a drink.’

‘Humph,’ Kate grunted. ‘I wondered how much longer you were going to stand there seeing as how the Griffin has been open for the last hour or more.’

‘You cheeky young beggar!’ Alice cried, swinging round towards her. Then her voice took on a cooing note, ‘You don’t mind if yer old gran goes for a drink, do you? I’ll bring you back a hot pie.’

‘No, you go. We’ve not much left to sell anyway. Only a few eggs.’

Kate set about packing up the stall. As she worked, she mused, ‘I’m so lucky to live in such a lovely place as Littleton Green and even more lucky to have a mum and a dad who love me, never mind dear old gran. Can’t be many of her sort left in this world.’

Kate was feeling content as she sat at one end of the kitchen table while Alice sat at the other. When Jack Dawson had brought all the empty baskets and boxes through to the backyard and gone back to lift Alice down from the cart she had seen him kiss her goodbye before he got back up and set off home.

Gran was so special. She had always been there for Kate with hugs and kisses and help when her mum had been so ill that time. Hilda had been struck down with a terrible flu and Alice had moved in, staying for three weeks. Cooking, washing and ironing for her and her dad, making a lovely dinner every night and special broth for her mum because her throat was too sore to eat solids. Many an afternoon she had walked all the way back to her own house just to see that her neighbours were keeping their promises and looking after her animals. She was also the only person who knew that her dad treated her mum so badly at times.

She looked so different now. Since returning from the market she had changed her clothes, had a wash, and combed and fluffed out her snow-white hair until it formed a halo around her face. On her small feet she wore a pair of red velvet slippers.

‘How’s your mother?’

Kate looked up, puzzled. ‘Why are you suddenly asking?’

‘Because I haven’t seen your father for a couple of weeks and that’s not like him. He usually drops in at least once during a working week, more often than not, twice. Has everything been all right between him and your mother?’

‘Yes, but it frightens me.’

‘Frightens you? What does?’

‘The calmness. They’re even acting as if they’re friends for a change.’

‘And what’s wrong with that?’

‘Nothing at all. But as you know, it isn’t normal. Sometimes you can cut the atmosphere in our house with a knife. At the moment it’s like the calm before a storm.’

‘Oh, luv.’ Alice put out a trembling hand. ‘Don’t say that. For God’s sake, don’t even think it. Just let’s be grateful that things are so much better between them.’

‘Can I ask you a question?’

‘Since when did you need permission? What is it? Go on, fire away.’

‘Does my dad always come and tell you when they’ve had a bust up?’

‘Yes.’

‘Always?’

‘Well, I’m pretty sure he does. You see, Kate, when he comes to his senses he’s absolutely guilt-ridden. I know that’s of no help one way or another to your mother, and I feel for them both. Have done for years. Still, I have to say that there are times when I think it’s half a dozen of one and six of the other.’

‘Oh, no! No, gran. You can’t blame Mum! She’s the one that ends up with the black eyes, sore ribs and bruises that turn her body black and blue. Surely you can’t believe she deserves it?’

‘I never said that, lass. Let’s go back to the start of all this trouble. You were far too young to remember. It was a terrible out-and-out tragedy them losing their dear little boy. And, of course, it was made worse by the fact that your father saved the life of someone else’s child and in a roundabout way caused young David’s death.’

Kate sat with her eyes downcast, saying nothing.

Her grandma got to her feet, and poured them each a glass of home-made lemonade.

‘Thank you,’ Kate said as she took hold of her glass, then quietly added, ‘I don’t see why you don’t have more to say to dad when he tells you about what he’s done. I mean … well … you don’t think it’s right for a man to hit his wife, do you?’

Alice sighed heavily, crossed the room and perched herself on the wide window sill so that she was facing Kate.

‘I’ll tell you what I’ve come to know over the years, because I think you’re old enough to hear it, and I’ll tell you, lass, as honestly as I can. Most men have their needs, and when two people get married that gives the man the right to expect that those needs will be satisfied by his wife. As far as I know, my son has not gone looking for other women. Your mother is a good woman and I could not have asked for a better daughter-in-law, but what she has seen fit to tell me has lead me to believe that all your parents’ troubles started in the marriage bed. Your dad once said it was like sleeping with a stuffed dummy and your mother on one occasion admitted to me that she cringed whenever my Fred came near her.

‘To my way of thinking, a little forgiveness on her part wouldn’t go amiss. Sixteen years is a long time to bear a grudge. Your dad did what he thought was right when he went into the river to save that little girl. Perhaps he did make the wrong decision. But he wasn’t to know that David, left on his own in the boat, would stand up, topple the boat and fall into the water. Your mother has always said he should have thought of that.

‘No one blamed her at the time for turning on her husband. She was distraught – as any mother would have been. I can say only now that with hindsight we can all be clever. Your mother has held bitterness in her heart for so long she doesn’t know how to forgive any more.’

Neither of them moved until Kate let out a deep breath.

‘All my life I’ve hated being an only child, at times it’s been very lonely, especially when we went to London, to see Mum’s sister, Aunt Dolly. Up there I’ve got so many cousins yet I can’t remember when we last visited any of them. Oh, I don’t know. I’m eighteen years old, you’d think I’d have got used to it by now.’

‘Kate, luv, there are some things in life that you never get used to no matter how hard you try.’

Look at me, Alice Kearsley almost said to her granddaughter, but decided against it. Poor lass had enough to cope with already. There was, however, no one more able to tell her that life never went as you wanted or even expected it to. She and her Jack had started out reaching for the moon and Jack, a young man of nineteen then, had promised her the stars to go with it. And he was well on his way to giving her all that when, in the prime of life, he’d suffered a stroke and died. Three children they’d had. A right good little family. Just the one boy and two girls, and both girls had caught scarlet fever and died before they even reached school age. Life could be a bitch sometimes, but these memories didn’t help either of them.

As if sensing the sadness in each other, their eyes met and Alice got to her feet and crossed the room, to put her arm around Kate’s shoulders.

‘Come on, luv. Take it a day at a time. At least yer mum an’ dad are doin’ all right at the moment. Don’t let’s start looking for trouble.’

Kate sighed and tilted her lips up to kiss Alice’s soft cheek. ‘What would I do without you?’

‘Silly question, girl. You haven’t even got to think about that, ’cos you have got me. Now, how about going through to me scullery, filling the kettle, puting it on the gas an’ making yer poor ole gran a good strong cup of tea while I fix us some scrambled eggs and bacon.’

‘You don’t have to go t’all that trouble.’

‘I know I don’t, but I am. Eating a meal with you, lass, every Monday, before you set off home, is the highlight of my week. Oh, an’ I forgot to tell you, I’ve made you the biggest bread pudding you’ve ever seen. It’s full of spices and raisins, so what you don’t eat you can take home for your mum an’ dad.’

When it was time for Kate to go, Alice kissed her and, before releasing her, whispered, ‘Take care, an’ remember I’m always here.’

‘Thanks, Gran. God bless you.’

Alice stood in the lane and didn’t go back inside until she’d seen her granddaughter turn and wave before stepping out of sight. Long after Kate had left, her mind was filled with confusion. That lovely girl obviously felt that the burden on her shoulders was too heavy to bear at times. And so it was. She would like to beat the daylights out of her own son when he came to unburden his soul, blurting out how hateful he had been to Hilda.

But there again, he was not entirely to blame. She was not blind to the fact that he had had no reasonable married life for the last sixteen years. There had to be a breaking point somewhere. Her Fred was a man and no man could go on living and suffering the way Hilda made him. Enough ought to be enough for the pair of them. What would the outcome be?

If the way they were acting at the moment, according to Kate, was anything to go by, perhaps at last there might be some happiness there for both of them in the future. I can’t see it though, they’ve hurt each other too much, she thought.

She dropped down into her armchair, bent and took off her slippers, replacing them with the old boots she wore only in the garden. When she had them laced up, she went through to the scullery, found her sacking apron and tied it round her waist. Then, with a sigh, she went wearily out through the back door to feed and water her animals and see they were settled down for the night.


Chapter Four



KATE STUDIED HER mother, who was standing on the towpath gazing out across the river. Her feelings were mixed. Her father had been away on business for three days, and since his return her parents seemed to be doing their best to avoid each other, as if their brief truce had never happened. At dinner the night before she had felt they were struggling to be polite, glancing occasionally at each other, but determinedly refraining from speaking.

It had been left to her to break the silence. ‘Did you have a good trip, Dad?’

Her father had shrugged. ‘Did a bit of business, Kate.’

A terrible expression had spread over her mother’s face, and she had let out a snarl. ‘You’re not man enough t’tell her what kind of business, are you?’ Then she’d left the table.

Kate’s stomach had twisted itself into knots. She had lain awake half the night telling herself that open hostility was obviously going to be the order of the day once again. You’d have had to be blind not to see and feel the animosity between her parents at breakfast this morning.

She glanced over at her mother and found she was watching her. Gran’s right, Kate thought, she’s so bitter. It’s such a shame she’s so unhappy. She opened the front gate and crossed to where Hilda stood.

‘Do you feel better now?’

Hilda studied her daughter, then did her best to smile. ‘I’m fine. There’s nothing wrong with me.’

‘I lay awake last night, Mum, wondering what’s going on now between you an’ Dad.’

‘Nothing’s going on. There’s nothing for you to worry about.’

Kate shocked her by replying, ‘I wish you’d tell me the truth for once.’

Hilda flushed and quickly turned away, making for the house.

In the kitchen, Kate resisted the impulse to put her arms around her.

‘Don’t be so hard on Dad, please, Mum.’

‘He’s hateful to me.’

‘I know. You’re hateful to him, too. Why can’t you both try to be a little more … well … gentle with each other?’

Hilda reached up and took two cups down from the dresser. ‘I’m sorry, Kate, I’m beginning to see what harm your father an’ I have done to you by letting you witness our long-standing bitterness.’ She set the cups down on the table and sunk down onto a chair. ‘All right, I’ll speak to your father. I’ll try.’

‘Thanks, Mum.’ Kate smiled broadly, feeling hopeful. ‘I’ll make the tea and then do you want me to take the shirts back to Mr Collier?’

‘Yes, they should go back today. I couldn’t get the lace locally as you know, I had to send a special order to London, so what with one thing an’ another I’ve been a long time doing the repairs, though I did write to Mary and ask her to explain to Mr Collier.’

‘It wasn’t your fault. I’ll tell you what. Why don’t you come with me to Melbourne Lodge? It’s a lovely day, the walk would do you good and you know how pleased Mary would be to see you.’

‘No, luv. It’s a nice thought, but I’m tired. I’ll have a cup of tea and a bite to eat with you now, an’ then I’m going to have a lie down.’

Hilda made them each a cheese sandwich while Kate poured out the tea, but it was a sad, somehow lonely lunch with very little conversation from either of them. Kate left as soon as she had finished eating, saying she wouldn’t be late back and for her mother to have a nice nap.

When she was gone the house suddenly felt awful. Silent and unfriendly.

Hilda cleared up the kitchen, washed her face and hands and went to sit in the front room. The bright sunshine was dazzling, shining directly through the bay window. She set out her sewing basket beside the sofa and settled herself down to do some work, but found concentrating difficult and finally laid it aside. She had come so near to telling Kate that her father had another woman and that in all probability he and she had been off on holiday together. Business trip! Never in your life! She shouldn’t blame him and there were times when she didn’t. Their marriage had been a sham since the day David had died.
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